I CCU ME NT RESUME 



EC 050 120 

AUTHOR 

TITLE 



PUT DATE 
NOTE 

DDES PRICE 
r>E SCh I PICES 



At SIR 4CI 

train in r j cji d-year-oia culdren ’s comprehension and productrcn ot th 
passive, negative, possessive, ana negative passive syntactic 
btructurbs. A comprehension test identities 20 children who did not 
evidence understanding cf these structures. Subjects uere then 
randomly assignee to experimental and control groups. Experimental 
subjects received aaiiy training uhiJe subjects m the coatLcl arcup 
received nc training. leys m uitreror.t arrangements served as 
exenpiars oj the structures. A re -a drain is tr at ion ot the corapre hen sioi 
test to all children arter 3 weeKs chewed sigiiiiicant lm pro vemorit 
a a c rig exj e^i me ntai subjects, who also pe.; termed veil or a test lot 
production c.t thc=tc structures. (A drawing illustrating the 
experimental process and aata obtained iccra the language 
con pr e he ns io r tests are provided.) (Author /Mr) 
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This study assessed the ef f ec tiveness of five hours of 
training, distributed over three weeks, unon comprehension and 
production of four syxitactic structures In three-year-old 
children. Recent literature on children's acquisition of grammar 
has stressed the unlearned, tacit, and innnte aspects of 
gramme t leal ability. The implication from the writings of 
many in tne area of psycholinguistics is that tne environment 
exerts a relatively small influence upon children's initial 
development of basic grammatical skills. The present investi- 
gation vias undertaken in order to test certain of the above 



assumptions, and with tne hope of Detaining more information 
pertinent to the question of the influence of training conditions 
on tin acquisition of four basic gramretloal forms, 

/. group of 20 three-year-old white Middle-class children 
were selected who earned less than 5Q/c o.* a 24 item test for 

comprehension of four syntactic structures. Figure 1 contains 

<C 



Present address: University of Arkansas, Center for Farly 

development and Education, U14 onermnu, Little Rock, Arkansas 

7 <_ 02 , 

PERMISSION *0 REF’RODUCE THIS COPY 
< iCHJED MATERIAL HAS CEEN GRANTED 

<f 

i x ' C 

TO ERIC AND ORGANIZATIONS OPtflATiNG 
UNDER AGREEMENTS WiT* THE US OFFICE 
OF tDuCAl'C'N further reproduction 
OUTSIDE THE EfliC SYSTEM REQUIRES PER 
M'SSlQN OF T HE COPv r GHT OlANER 



k 



o 

ERIC 



1 



2 



21. Candy is not eaten 
by the dog. 




o. 



22. Snoopy is not kissed 
by the bird. 
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Two ite/fls, representing the negative passive structure, 
from the lan 0 ua 0 e comprehension test. 
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two sample test items. Ten of these children were randomly 
assigned to each of experimental and control groups. fhe control 
subjects received no treatment; they were merely tested and 
then re-tested, three weeks later. 

The test for comprehensi on (understanding) of examples of 
the possessive, negative, passive, and negative passive 
syntactic structures was used as both a pre- and post-measure. 

It was similar to tiiose of T’raser, Dcllugi, and orown 119 63)1 
Lovell and Dixon ( 1967)1 and Osser, v/ang, and Zaid ( 1969 )* 
k test-retest reliability was first established on a group of 
20 white middle-class children, aged 5 to 10. for these 
children, test-retest reliability was .89 over a three week 
interval, additionally , a post-treatment measure of language 
production was employed. This production measure was similar 
to that employed by Turner and dommetveit (196?). 

During the three week training period, daily 20-minute 
sessions were conducted with each child in the experimental 
group. Training consisted of presenting the child with a 
series of examples of each structure, There were ten examples 
presented for each of the four syntactic structures, i&ch 
example was presented in the form of two sets of identical toys; 
one set of toys was arranged to represent the syntactic structure 
being taught, and the other set was grammatically irrelevant 
or illogical. The child was asked to point to the set which 
matched the sentence read to him. The case of the passive 
(reversible) structure will illustrate the procedurei a child 
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was shown a toy bear bitins a toy tiger, and next to this 
display an identical toy tl ger was shown biting a toy bear. 

The child was asked to find "The bear was bitten by the 
tiger." Afte:? each trial the toys were removed and re-presented 
in random left-right positions until the child made three 
correct Identlf ications , which were rewarded. Incorrect 
identif ications were followed by verbal exolanat i ons ; furthermore 
the child was asked to imitate the correct choice and verbal 
response before a re-presentation of the toys, In this manner, 
the child's task was to acquire a recognition knowledge of 
ten examples of each of the four syntactic structures, then 
to generalize this knowledge to the different examples of each 
structure whicn appeared on tne comprehension measure, and 
finally to produce still different instances of the structures 
In oral spcecn, 

Table 1 presents the data obtained from the language 
comprenension test before and after treatment for experimental 
and control groups, Tvfo t tests were employed to compare group 
differences on the pre- and post-measures of language com- 
prehension. The t test prior to the experiment compared 
means of cells A and C in Table 1, The test demonstrated that 
experimental and control groups were not signlf icantly different 
In language comprehension scores before the experiment 
(t=.?6, 18 df , p y .4) . 

another t test was employed to compare cells 3 and D 
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Table 1 

Number of Correct Choices on the Lan^ua^e Comprehension Test 
Eeans and Standard Deviations 



Experimental Croup 



Control Croup 



Pre-Test 




Post-Test 


X= 3 , 20 




x=i 5.90 


S.D.= 2.66 
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y.D.= 3 , 5 i 
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X--9.10 
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x=10.00 


y , D. =2 , 60 




s.d.= 3.53 
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in Table 1, This test revealed the experimental group to be 
si&nlf icant3.y superior to the control group on the language 
comprehension test following the experimental treatment 
(t=3.75. 18 df, P < .001). 

That the control group did not signif i cantly improve in 
language comprehensl on is attested to by the _t test across 
cells C and D in Taole 1 (correlated t=l,06 f 9 df, .4), 

This group* s average proportion correct changed from , 3^ to 

• '* 2 . 

It can be extrapolated logically that the comparison 
A d in Table 1 is significant* nevertheless, the following 
t test was made. This test showed that the gain in mean score 
on the language comprehension test for the experimental group 
was significant (correlated t=8*85> 9 df, p .001). The 
average proportion correct for the experimental group changed 
from . 34, a nearly chance performance on the pre-test r to 
.66 on the post-test. 

Subjects receiving the language treatment were given 
an additional post-measure to determine whether they had 
acquired language production capability. This measure 
employed examples different from those used In training and 
different from the comprehension test, oemi-spontaneo is responses 
were elicited by prompts. To the presentation of eigut structured 
situations subjects average 6.2 correct oral responses containing 
the appropriate grammatical form. All subjects emitted at 
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least five of the eight forms of the four structures studied, 
after an average of 3*2 prompts per item. The control group 
was not given the production measure, for previous research 
(Fraser et al. , 1963; Lovell and Dixon, 196?) has indicated 
that language production follows language comprehension, which 
control subjects failed to evidence* 

nuch attention has oeen devoted lately to the importance 
of the child's innate capacity for language acquisition, 
nci\eill, Lenneberg, Deese, and Chomsky have emphasized the 
child's pov/ers to induce the underlying rules and structures 
of their language. This group has minimized the role of the 
environment in language acquisition, especially in the 
acquisition of the basic syntactic structures of a language* 

The author believes that the importance of the present 
study lies not in the fact that it questions a biological 
explanation for the language capacity which man possesses, 
but rather that It offers some evidence wnicn bears on the 
question of the amount of influence of the environment upon 
this capacity. In a short three weeks, when subjected to 
training sessions which were designed to exemplify several 
principles of transfer of training (c.g, t provide adequate 
experience with the original task; provide a variety of examples; 
label or identify the important features of a task), the 
children in the experimental group significantly improved 
their comprehension of the four syntactic structures. The 




7 



8 



lan^ua^e treatment was sufficiently different from the test 
to allow the interpretation that this performance was a type 
of transfer of training. Furthermore, the children's performance 
on the language production test demonstrated a more extensive 
and complex transfer from the treatment, 

Hather than attribute the acquisition of syntax in this 
study primarily to maturation, biological predisposition, 
or as Chomsky (1969) did for three other language structures, 
to '’individual rate of development , " the rapid acquisition 
found must certainly be attributed to favorable environmental 
stimulation, 

Since the presenc experimental treatment produced 
significant and pernaps important e ;ai ns in three-year-old 
children's initial comprehension and production of certain 
grammatical structures, it is reasonable to assume that much 
greater effects, perhaps socially significant ones, will result 
from longer and more Intensive linguistic training at very 
youn^ a^es. 
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